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"IN DANGER OF BEING CORRUPTED 
BY OUR PASSIONS AND LED ASTRAY 
BY THE COMMERCE AND CHATTER OF 
OUR SOCIETIES, WE REQUIRE PLACES 
WHERE THE VALUES OUTSIDE OF US 
ENCOURAGE AND ENFORCE THE 
ASPIRATIONS WITHIN US." 
ALAIN DE BOTTON' 
I've written this paper once before. I was in 
my third year of architecture school, writing what I 
believed to be the most important essay I had ever 
written. The assignment was to write a manifesto for 
myself: to identify and articulate some conceptual 
thread or methodology present in all of my work; 
to ask myself, what the hell was I doing? The paper 
I wrote was meandering, like many of my essays, 
and this one is likely to be no different. I wrote of 
trouble and solace in my work - two separate values 
I believed I held - and attempted to unearth why I 
valued them. I presented my paper, but felt dissatis-
fied with my work. I vowed to write it again in two 
years, before graduating. 
In many respects that assignment was the basis 
for this particular issue's theme. As a departure 
from collective discourse as a methodology, I won-
dered, how do you work? I thought everyone has his 
or her own way of thinking. How great would this 
issue be as a collection of individual manifestos, of 
ten different essays each chronicling a specific mode 
of working? I thought of how important it would be 
to the school, to the publication, and to each of the 
writers. I thought of the value of self-reflection. I 
thought it was critical. 
Two years ago I thought I'd be ready to write 
this by now. But two years passed and here I am 
- still feeling unprepared to take this on. I thought 
that what I was doing was important, even if I didn't 
know what exactly it was. I thought it was possible 
to characterize my own practice by the time I was 
about to leave. I thought I'd have some answers by 
now, or at least a direction for where to go or what 
to do now. I thought. 
I'm sure some of you are imagining, then, how 
debilitating it must feel for someone like me who 
has gone five years through a professional program, 
someone who - if you permit me to say it - has 
been remarkably successful at every level of his edu-
cation, to fail to arrive at some answer to the ques-
tion that has been his sole motivation for getting 
through school - Who am I? 
It's maddening at times, but believe it or not I'm 
mostly optimistic. Why then, given the years of futil-
ity, can I stay optimistic about my future? Why, in 
one of the worst job markets in history, can I stand 
here jobless and clueless, but still smiling? Perhaps 
my na'ivete has something to do with it. Perhaps I 
am smiling because I am a student, unburdened by 
many of the problems that plague those of you in the 
'real world.' OR (and I'm inclined to believe this), 
perhaps it is because I have engaged in a process 
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of self-inquiry that, although not prescribed by my 
college, has given me more fulfillment during its 
brief moments of breakthrough than any letters on 
a transcript or dean's list congratulations could pos-
sibly give me. 
I've often wondered about authorship in design, 
or, why it seems some work lacks authenticity, integ-
rity, passion, or some quality. It leads me to question 
why I take my work so seriously or why it seems I 
struggle with so many decisions in my work. I am 
invested in my work because it is an expression, a 
representation, an offering to society of who I am. A 
bad decision, therefore, or a poorly designed build-
ing becomes a reflection of me. Thus, I seek to be 
artful, deliberate, and compelling when I design. As 
a member of a team or employee working on a proj-
ect in which we don't have the final say, it is perhaps 
even more critical to have these sorts of convictions. 
The ideas and convictions may have to be presented 
more delicately, but the principles are still the same. 
If we expect to gain anything more than technical or 
professional knowledge from the work we are doing, 
we have to take a stand for the aspects of a design 
that matter to each of us. Then, even if the employer 
or other team members reject them, we wouldn't be 
selling ourselves short on what we are capable of. 
Architects often align themselves with artists 
because they believe the work they do has the same 
importance as what artists do. Yet, many architects 
often try to create a distinction (or hierarchy) between 
art and architecture by advocating stem principles 
and adhering to systems of logic (implying, in many 
cases, that architecture is more intellectual or more 
scientific and thus better than purely expressive art) . 
But in doing so, we lose sight of what it means to 
concern ourselves with creative endeavors. Creativ-
ity is the clearest and boldest act of freedom we can 
participate in as human beings. At its best it repre-
sents a coalescence of rational thought, aesthetic sen-
sibilities, and emotional clarity. The ability to shape 
or mold our environment from the smallest of scales 
like pen on paper, to the largest of them like the 
skyscrapers in Dubai, show us that we can manipu-
late our' world in a tangible and purposeful way and 
ultimately prove how affecting our creative work 
can be. Why then, given the significance of creative 
acts, wouldn't we use our architectural work as an 
interface between each of us and the world? It seems 
critical to re-introduce personal expression into the 
framework of our discipline. 
This is not a new thought, either. Ideas about 
self-expression within our field have been around for 
a long time. But the act of self-expression comes only 
with a thorough body of self-knowledge. And self-
knowledge can only be obtained in a relative sense 
- after gaining knowledge of the world in which we 
exist (both the culture and the time). Carlo Scarpa 
once said, "I believe that it is art that makes us grasp 
the reality of the world. It is the effort that man has 
made, since his beginning, to make clear for himself, 
through forms, his own existence.3'' Scarpa uses the 
creative act as a means to express himself and then, 
in tum, to understand himself in his context. In a 
time when sustainable architecture is constantly ref-
erenced in technical terms, Scarpa also seems to be 
an appropriate example. 
Among many other canonical works in his 
oeuvre, Scarpa designed one of the most successful 
and powerful examples of adaptive re-use in 
architectural history. And, he managed to do it 52 
years ago when adaptive re-use probably wasn't 
even an intelligible term! Sure, the impact of the 
Castelvecchio in Verona was heightened because 
the existing structure was antiquated and not post-
industrial like many of the adaptive re-use projects 
we see today. But, his intervention wasn't solely 
about the technical demands of the project. The 
Castelvecchio, like much of his other work was 
imbued with a higher purpose or a higher goal of 
attaining something beautiful. And yet, because of 
its culture of use and lasting impression we can call 
it sustainable today. Scarpa didn't look at the sun 
as an object that produced quantifiable data in the 
form of azimuth and altitude charts. To Scarpa, a tree 
wasn't just an element to be inserted simply for its 
air quality. They were also aspects of his world that 
had an emotional effect on who he was as a person 
and thus who he was as a designer. When walking 
the galleries of the Castelvecchio, you get the sense 
that you are a part of something much larger. You 
feel a part of a cultural context and a place in history 
different from your own. Your spine tenses, your ears 
shift slightly to the back of your head, and you clench 
your teeth in anticipation of what may be through the 
doors in front of you or lurking up behind you. You 
can imagine who Carlo Scarpa was because you sense 
that he is walking the corridors with you. 
His contemporary, Louis Kahn evokes the same 
response in his work. "I used to wander around in 
those buildings on weekends. They were silent and 
mysterious. And I half-expected Lou to just appear 
from around the next comer4," said Nathaniel Kahn 
about the Yale Art Gallery and the British Art Center 
in his documentary film, My Architect. Peter 
Zumthor is another, and so is Tadao Ando. In all 
of their projects you can see the architect's hand 
at work. They each become a record or symbol 
of the architect's existence - camouflage, if you 
will, for announcing the architect's values to the 
world. 
In an essay he wrote three years ago for 
Architectural Record Juhani Pallasmaa wrote that, 
"Great creative individuals often have an amazing 
capacity to internalize qualities of landscape, light, 
and cultural traditionsY' Through internalizing 
these external qualities of a place these great creative 
individuals enter into a dialogue where their personal 
design sensibilities become part of the equation. 
Thus, the product they put out into the world is as 
much a reflection and representation of themselves 
as it is of the cultural traditions from which it came. 
Zumthor is one of those great creative individuals, 
and he has convictions about his work. He doesn't 
compromise and he loves architecture. As designers, 
not all of us have to love architecture, but we should 
all believe in its possibilities. It should be our jobs 
to convey and perpetuate the potential we see in the 
work we create. 
Surely these are romantic notions and not all of us 
can identify with them, but if you put yourself in the 
proper frame of mind, you can be greatly moved by 
works of architecture. In his book The Architecture ef 
Happiness, Alain de Botton writes, more eloquently 
than I can hope to, "The places we call beautiful are, 
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by contrast, the work of those rare architects with 
the humility to interrogate themselves adequately 
about their desires and the tenacity to translate their 
fleeting apprehensions of joy into logical plans - a 
combination that enables them to create environ-
ments that satisfy needs we never consciously knew 
we even had.6" The places we call beautiful are also 
those works that feel deeply personal. Sometimes 
its furnishings are able to evoke a room from your 
childhood home or perhaps it is the place where you 
met your future husband or wife. Or, perhaps it is not 
personal to you at all, but you can feel that a place 
was designed and conceived with great care and 
attention to detail. In that sense, it is personal to the 
designer; the extraordinary amount of time and effort 
it takes to put together a beautiful building leaves its 
mark on a designer. The work will only leave a last-
ing impression on the designer if he or she is able to 
engage the work on an emotional level and give it the 
significance and personal investment that it merits. 
Then a user can appreciate the amount of care put 
into the design because its materials come together 
in some elegant manner that charges the space with 
the designer's presence. 
In his book The Grace cf Great Things (it has been 
referenced a few times in this publication), Robert 
Grodin writes, "Original thought is the product not 
of the brain but of the self. And 'self,' as I under-
stand it is not confined by our skins but defined by 
our humanity.7" I think of humanistic, virtuous words 
like honesty, sincerity, integrity, authenticity, beauty, 
grace, and curiosity. I don't know how to elaborate 
on these terms, but I know I believe in these quali-
ties and want my architecture to stand for them, too. 
Original or creative works are products of the self, 
so if we don't instill our work with a sense of self 
then we can forget about architecture ever becoming 
anything more than a structure that serves a given 
purpose. We can forget about the joy and sense of 
possibility that the proper atmospheres can give us. 
The challenge is substantial, though. Another 




"Our natures are, indeed, elusively insub-
. ously less stable and less inherent 
of other things.8" When taken into 
s easy to ask, "Why bother?" Pursu-
ing a po futile course is meaningless, right? 
Acqui~ self-knowledge is a continual process. If 
it should end, what would compel you to do your 
work? The act of finding yourself is ~tal to the cre-
ative process &Pd · is one we must confront with 
integrity. Again, obert Grudhl writes, "Fmally, 
creativity is dangerous. e cannot open ourselves 
to new insight without endangering the security 
of our prior assumptions. We cannot propose new 
ideas without risking disapproval and rejection. Cre-
ative achievement is the boldest initiative of mind, 
an adventure that takes its hero simultaneously to 
the rim of knowledge and the limits of propriety. Its 
pleasure is not the comfort of the safe harbor, but the 
thrill of the reaching sail.9" Producing honest work 
representative of our natures as individuals is terrify-
ing. The prospect that it will be rejected, or worse, 
we will be rejected by society is hardly motivation 
to participate in that sort of work. Without the drive 
to learn more about ourselves, we can never really 
hope to be happy. Without convictions or principles 
to stand by, we can never hope to impact one another. 
And without the potential for danger, the completed 
work would never be as enjoyable or as rewarding. 
In the end, in some meandering and round-
about fashion, I return to the idea that this is my 
manifesto. I have written of personal investment, 
emotional input, and other qualitative concerns, and 
yet I still wonder how I work. It is an effort to gain 
understanding of the world and of myself that drives 
my work, but the process by which I ascertain that 
knowledge is still unclear. My architecture still comes 
from places I cannot always locate. 
Then again, if we imbue our work with aspects 
of our own identities, it won't matter how we work. 
What will matter instead is what we make and what 
it says about us . ..ill 
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